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148   Chapter 3 Parts of speech  
3.9.3 Correlative conjunctions
Correlative conjunctions consist of at least two items that assign a correlative rela-
tion to two equal grammatical units. Thus, these pairs establish parallel construc-
tions that conjoin similar words or phrases. Examples in English are (n)either … 
(n)or, not only … but, whether … or, the more … the more, etc. In sign languages, there 
are certain manual equivalents to those pairs, which, however, do not necessarily 
include all spoken language items (see  example (a) below, where but is not overtly 
realized).
a. not only beer, also salad
 ‘not only beer, but also salad’
b. ix1 cinema go theater go palm-upRH palm-upLH 
 ‘I either go to the cinema or to the theater.’  (DGS)
In some sign languages, the sign palm-up (which is related to a common co-
speech gesture; see the discussion in the section on borrowing of gestures 
[Lexicon – Section 2.3]) may be used in correlative constructions such as either … 
or, using one hand on the ipsilateral side of the sign space and the other hand on 
the contrasting side of the sign space, as illustrated in example (b). Syntactically, 
the correlative construction follows the two elements that are connected. More 
important, however, is the fact that non-manual markers such as body leans very 
often indicate the specific relation between the elements. In case of either… or, for 
instance, a contrasting sideward body lean on each unit is sufficient to express 
the correlative conjunction. 
3.10 Numerals and quantifiers
Numerals and quantifiers identify the number or amount of the set denoted by the 
noun that they modify. Strictly speaking, a numeral is a type of quantifier in that it 
specifies the exact number, but we adopt the widespread practice of distinguishing 
between numerals on the one hand, and (non-numeric) quantifiers that give a relative 
or indefinite indication of quantity on the other.
3.10.1 Numerals
Generally speaking, the term “numeral” used in the nominal domain indicates an 
item specifying the number of entities referred to. Numerals are either words such 
as one, ten, twenty-two that are used to count and denominate numbers (cardinal 
numbers) or number words that relate to a specific ordering (ordinal numbers), such 
as first, second, etc.
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At a closer inspection, numerals can be classified according to three main catego-
ries: cardinal, ordinal, and distributive numerals. Cardinals are used to count entities and 
answer the question ‘How many?’ (e.g. ‘three suitcases’). In contrast, ordinals are used to 
rank entities according to a certain order and provide an answer to the question ‘Which 
in order?’ (e.g. ‘the third suitcase’). Finally, distributive numerals specify how a certain 
quantity is distributed over some entities and can be used to answer the question ‘How 
many each?’. The distributive use is illustrated by the following Georgian example.
sam-sami čanta 
three-dist.abs suitcase.abs
‘three suitcases each’ (Georgian, Gil 1988: 1044)
Usually, ordinals and distributives are derived from cardinals since they combine a 
numerical quantity with another type of information (i.e. order and distribution). 
Not all languages have a distinct word class for ordinals and distributives (Dryer & 
Haspelmath 2013).
3.10.1.1 Cardinal numerals
For cardinal numerals in sign languages, the two manual articulators offer a direct 
option of counting from 1 to 10 by the use of fingers, making 10 the common base for 
most sign languages (decimal system). Thus, sign languages obviously draw on ges-
tural means in their counting systems. However, sign languages are known to have 
quite different number systems even for counting from 1 to 10, and these systems 
may at times be quite different from how hearing subjects count using their hands. 
In DGS, signers count by separately extending one finger after the other on the domi-
nant hand, starting with the thumb, and maintaining five extended fingers on the non- 
dominant hand when counting from 6-10 with the dominant hand again (two-handed 
number system). In ASL, however, the numbers from 1 to 10 are all expressed by one hand 
alone (one-handed number system). The number system of a sign language may involve 
handshapes that are rare, or even unattested in other lexical signs (note that the hand-
shapes of numerals 1 to 5 or 1 to 10, depending on the type of counting system, will also be 
listed in the section on number signs [Phonology – Section 1.1.3] in the Phonology Part). 
Strategies for forming higher numbers should also be explained. For numerals 
from 11 to 19, as well as for decimals 20, 30, etc., sign languages commonly combine 
number handshapes with specific movement patterns (e.g. circular movement, side-
to-side movement); in this case, the movement simultaneously represents the numeric 
base 10. Just as in some spoken languages, the numbers 11 and 12 may show exceptional 
patterns. Higher numbers may be compositionally formed, as in DGS, or produced by 
juxtaposition of digits (digital strategy), as in ASL, as shown in the following examples.
five-twenty (‘twenty-five’) (DGS)
one-zero-five (‘one hundred and five’) (ASL)
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150   Chapter 3 Parts of speech  
As can be seen from the DGS example above, inversion may also be attested in 
certain sign languages (possibly due to influence from the spoken language, as is 
true for DGS and NGT). Some sign languages have been found to employ typologi-
cally unusual patterns in their numeral system, like a base-20 system (vigesimal 
system), subtractive numerals, and the like (Zeshan et al. 2013). Hence, the grammar 
writer should describe the numeral system, the simultaneous and sequential com-
binatorial possibilities, and point out typologically common and unusual patterns. 
Signs for higher numbers like 100, 1000, and one million, if attested, should also 
be included. It should also be noted that the articulation of numerals is known to 
be subject to dialectal variation (e.g. McKee, McKee & Major (2011) for NZSL). The 
position of numerals [Syntax – Section 4.3.1] vis-à-vis the noun will be described in 
the Syntax Part.
In the domain of numerals, sign languages have the unique opportunity to incorpo-
rate specific numerals into pronouns and temporal expressions. Examples of the former 
are 2-of-us (‘the two of us’), 3-of-you (‘the three of you’), etc. Numerals may also be 
incorporated into temporal expressions such as year in DGS, which is usually signed 
with a -handshape, but in the case of ‘one-year’, ‘two-years’, etc., the number sign is 
combined with the specific movement of the sign year (see left video below). The same 
process is available for signs like week (see right video) or hour, for instance. 
  3_3.10.1.1_2_DGS_1-YEAR, 2-YEAR, 
3-YEAR
 3_3.10.1.1_1_DGS_1-WEEK, 2 WEEK
1-year, 2-year, 3-year…
(‘one year’, ‘two years’, ‘three years’, etc.)
1-week, 2-week, 3-week
(‘one week’, ‘two weeks’, ‘three week’, etc.)
Due to the physical properties of the hands, the upper limit for numeral incorpora-
tion is usually 10. Even though these cases are attested (more frequently for tempo-
ral expressions than for pronouns), sign languages more commonly apply numeral 
incorporation up to 5 and not beyond (also see the section on numeral incorporation 
[Syntax – Section 4.3.4] in the Syntax Part).
3.10.1.2 Ordinal numerals
Ordinal numerals are often derived from cardinals [Lexicon – Section 3.10.1.1]. The 
handshape of the cardinal numeral is usually maintained, while changes in orienta-
tion and movement may occur. In many sign languages, ordinal (ordering) numbers 
have a specific extra movement, indicating the difference between, for example, one 
and first.
Ordinals differ from cardinals in that they do not constitute an open set of ele-
ments. Generally, they do not extend beyond tenth. For example, in FinSL, ordinals 
from 10 onwards make use of a strategy based on written language that consists of 
combining the cardinal with the sign dot.
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twenty^dot
‘20th’ (FinSL, Takkinen, Jantunen & Seilola 2016: 152)
Very often list buoys [Lexicon – Section 1.2.3] are used to keep track of ordinal num-
bering in signed discourse. 
3.10.1.3 Distributive numerals
In sign languages, the distributive reading is usually expressed through reduplica-
tion of a cardinal numeral [Lexicon – Section 3.10.1.1] in the signing space. Each 
reduplication is produced at a distinct location, similar to the distributive plural for 
number marking on pronouns [Lexicon – Section 3.7.2.2]. That is, the sign languages 
investigated to date do not employ dedicated lexical signs for distributive numerals 
but rather make use of morpho-syntactic spatial strategies to express the distributive 
meaning. For illustration, we provide two examples from RSL.
                     topic
man index buy beer  onedistr
‘Each man bought a beer.’
indexdistr  each  onedistr  suitcase twodistr
‘Each of them had two suitcases.’  (RSL, Kimmelman 2015: 13,22)
3.10.2 Quantifiers
A quantifier is an expression that identifies the number or amount of the set 
denoted by the noun it modifies. The following are some of the quantifiers 
attested in English: no, some, both, few, a few, several, enough, many, most, each, 
every, all. Sign languages also have quantifiers, as illustrated by the following LSC 
example. 
     br
student  majority exam pass
‘Most students passed the exam.’ (LSC, Quer 2012: 188)
Quantifiers are typically classified together with determiners [Lexicon – Section 3.6] / 
determiners or nominal modifiers, but quantification may also be achieved with 
other elements such as adverbials [Lexicon – Section 3.5] or auxiliaries. In the present 
section, the grammar writer should provide a list of attested quantifiers (including 
negative quantifiers like no), possibly supplemented by examples illustrating their 
use. See quantifiers [Syntax – Section 4.4] in the Syntax Part for more on quantifiers 
and quantification [Semantics – Chapter 10] for information about the different ways 
in which quantification may be expressed.
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